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EDITORIAL
The great brake on the wheels of prog
ress today is not any reluctance on the
part of business to advance—indeed throughout the realms of
industry and commerce there is something approaching an eager
ness to go ahead. It is the paralyzing uncertainty of what a day
may bring forth that holds us back. On every side one hears the
questions, “What does it all mean? Whither are we bound?”
And then follows the demand, “Tell us, if you can, what is the
ultimate purpose. ” If that information could be vouchsafed us
it would help enormously. Even if the undisclosed goal be some
thing which we would not ardently desire, it would be vastly better
to know what it is than not to know. Thousands of rumors are
passing from man to man. Some say that our complex experi
mentation is along the road to socialism. Others affirm their
belief that we are attempting to overthrow the whole structure of
capitalism. But who knows? We are like an army marching
and countermarching with no assurance that we shall reach a
bivouac at nightfall; or perhaps the simile would be more accurate
if we said that we are like an army marching through the night
without knowledge of place or time. Whatever be the underlying
policies of the government—in all its three great divisions—we are
entitled to know. The people as a rule are reasonable. They do
not want to impede—their amazing patience is proof of that.
But the authority vested in president and congress is a grant by
the people, and they should be told exactly what it is that their
elected officers are trying to do for the welfare of the country.
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Perhaps there is some infinitely wise scheme in the minds of the
government which will lead us all into the green pastures; perhaps
the plans which are unrevealed will not meet with our approval at
all. Whichever be the truth of the matter, the time has come
when we must have explanation of the general purpose so that we
may be able to take up the task of life and carry it onward. If
the purposes of the administration are acceptable they will re
ceive better support than they can obtain without understanding.
If the purposes are contrary to the public will, the voice of the
people should be heard that it may be obeyed. That is funda
mental of the ordination of all republican theory of government.
Let us consider briefly the monetary
revolution which is taking place. It
has always seemed to us—and it still seems—that the voluntary
departure from the gold standard was neither necessary nor honor
able. This is, we are convinced, the prevailing belief among men
whose vocations are in the financial field. The expropriation of
personal property in the form of gold was part of the same needless
repudiation of the principles of the constitution and of common
right. (One can only regret that the supreme court has not
been required to decide these questions.) The taking over of the
gold reserves of the federal reserve banks at a price which the gov
ernment has declared to be obsolete and the announcement that
the difference between the price paid and the current factitious
price constituted a profit to the government are a severe tax upon
the credulity of the more intelligent members of the community.
A good many people will find it impossible to understand how an
artificial depreciation of the value of the dollar and an equally
artificial enhancement of the value of gold set against each other
can yield either profit or loss. It sounds very much like the
hallucination of an impractical theorist—such a theorist, perhaps,
as may be descried now and then expounding his obsession upon
the dais of a college lecture room. If a merchant had a hundred
tons of pig iron, worth, in the ordinary market, say, $20.00 a ton
(we are thinking now of stable dollars) and two hundred tons of
coal worth $10.00 a ton and if he revalued these items by reducing
the book worth of his iron fifty per cent. and raising the book
worth of his coal fifty per cent., would any accountant permit the
merchant to report a profit on the coal? This sounds as silly as
t is. But wherein lies the difference between our supposititious
242
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merchant and a government which proclaims a profit upon de
preciating the dollar and raising the value of gold which the dollar
once did represent? The ratio is different but the total value is
not changed. Therefore where is the profit in a shuffling of
figures? There are many other things as confusing as this to the
man in the street—even to the man in Wall street. We can not
understand what is back of all the strange notions which are pro
pounded. We have yet to meet a man who even professes to
understand the plan or the purpose. Is it not then vitally im
portant that our ignorance be dispelled? No one can give strong
and helpful approval to something which he can not identify.

No human being is omniscient. Every
man should be glad to learn the truth
and the reason for the things which bewilder him. Possibly the
president and his advisors have some splendid plan for us all
which will usher in the true Utopia. But we shall all wait much
more contentedly and humbly for the denouement if we may be
told what it is to be. This is no question of party politics. In
fact, there seems to be more restlessness among the members of the
party in power than among the republicans. Today one seldom
hears the name of either party mentioned. Men are divided
into those who disapprove and those who agree with the policies
of the administration so far as they think they understand them.
Accountants are supposed to be level-headed men who can see as
far through a stone wall as any one can. Their experience and
native faculties make them incredulous and analytical. In the
membership of the profession in America probably the numbers
of democrats and republicans are approximately equal, and their
opinions, therefore, should be fairly representative of the thinking
electorate. Some of them are convinced that the present ob
scurity is merely the darkness before the dawn of a brilliant day.
Others—it may be the majority—are skeptical. They do not
foresee the coming of the new day hastened at all by the abandon
ment of the lessons learned from history. All accountants, we
believe we may safely say, are seekers after truth. Whether
they approve or condemn the developments of the recent past,
they are all with one accord analysts and as such they must desire
a revelation of the facts, the plans, the ultimate purposes so that
their opinions may be based upon a foundation of something more
than fervent hope. It would be a happy day indeed for America,
243
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if all the people—except those who are blinded by an antique
partisanship—could be assured of the soundness of the govern
ment’s policies. At least nine-tenths of the voters of this country
are ready to yield unstinted support to any plan which the
president or his congress or even his unelected advisors may
devise for the betterment of conditions, but Americans are not
people who will sign a document without reading it. All these
incomprehensible departures from what we have believed to be
the American tradition may be of surpassing merit. But how
can we feel assurance when we do not understand? If the repre
sentatives who speak for the administration will tell us the final
intent of all the innovations—if they will tell us without threat or
invective so that our senses may be undisturbed by resentfulness—
we shall be able to determine whether we will or will not approve.
And in the long run approval by the common people must prevail.

The president, who has now been a little
Let Us Know the
Purpose
more than a year in office, has faced a
terrific problem. He has, however, not been obstructed by con
gress and he has had a magnificent goodwill of the people to stim
ulate him. Any man elected by an overwhelming majority to the
highest office in the gift of the nation is entitled to the most
sympathetic tolerance and the whole-souled loyalty of the people.
These things have been accorded in the past year with an un
precedented approach to unanimity. Now the first year is past,
and some of us are distressed by the mutterings of discontent
which grow louder every day. No one apparently has the slight
est desire to embarrass the administration, but there are evidences
of a too radical upheaval of our form of government. We seem to

be trying experiment after experiment without due thought of the
cost of failure and without any definite program for the future.
Every owner or manager of a business enterprise must be con
cerned about the uncertainty of the outlook. Industry and com
merce are not going on as they are ready to do. They are halting
between two opinions, or perhaps it would be better to say halting
because of no opinions, about what is ahead. If the administra
tion has a definite purpose running through all the various and
unexpected repudiations of the traditional America, that purpose
can be greatly aided by taking the people into the secret. If
that purpose be clearly explained without exaggeration or am
biguity, the people will not be slow in giving it irresistible mo244
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mentum if they consider it good. If they consider it unwise or
worse, they will not hesitate to let their views be known and
thereby to assist the administration to adopt a course in harmony
with the public will. Either approval or rejection must come
sooner or later. In every way the cause we all have at heart will
be served best by frankness.

Everyone who read the newspapers of
March 10th must have been greatly
amused by the Associated Press report from Washington that
Rear Admiral Richard H. Leigh, president of the navy general
board, who served as chief naval advisor at the Geneva disarma
ment conference, had made an error in the expense account which
he presented. According to the report, Admiral Leigh gave the
hour of his arrival in port as 8:30 a.m. and reckoned his expenses
from that hour. Now he is said to have received a letter from the
paymaster in Paris stating that inquiry had disclosed that the
ship did not dock until 9:00 a.m. and that he had been overpaid
the sum of twelve cents. If one wished to find an illustration of
the foolishness of excessive accuracy in detail, no better example
could possibly be discovered. It would be instructive and enter
taining if the government would make known the amount of time
and the expense involved in tracing this alleged error and in ob
taining refund. Of course, every one recognizes that there must
be absolute accuracy in important matters, but it does seem the
height of absurdity to lend the great weight of official routine to
recover an item of twelve cents. Perhaps the matter is made
slightly more ridiculous by the uncertainty of the true value of
twelve cents. If the dollar is worth only sixty old-fashioned
cents, twelve cents are worth only seven and one-fifth cents in our
ultra-modem currency. There is, however, something rather
more important than the question of twelve cents or any other
small amount. It is the whole effect of too intense straining at a
gnat even if no camel be swallowed. The question which is of
peculiar interest to accountancy is the point at which detail be
comes expensive. It would undoubtedly have been much cheaper
for the government to have failed to investigate the hour of the
docking of a boat and to have allowed the officer who is said to
have made the error to receive the unholy profit of twelve cents.
Incidentally it may be mentioned that the expense allowance of
six dollars a day upon which this is based is probably almost a
Gnats and Camels
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third of the actual expenses incurred. It is quite well known that
no one can travel in the style to which an admiral is entitled for
any such amount as six dollars a day, particularly six dollars today.

This story seems to afford an oppor
tunity for drawing the line between
accounting and accountancy. Where is the point at which in
vestigation of detail should terminate? There have been many
instances in corporate audits in which accountants have freely
admitted that they did not investigate details which would be
more expensive to analyse than any possible loss which would be
overlooked in failure to investigate. For instance, what would
be said of the accountant who carried his analysis to such a point
that he would discover a shortage of twelve cents in the cash
account of a million-dollar corporation? In the conversation of
the day one frequently hears the metaphor of the forest and the
trees. Here is surely a case in which the government officers
involved failed to see the forest because of one very small sapling.
As we understand it, it is the duty of bookkeepers to present ab
solutely accurate statements of receipts and expenditures, but it
is not the duty of the accountant to devote valuable time, for
which the client must pay, in trying to exhume some buried
postage stamp or five-cent carfare. It is, of course, somewhat
difficult to know where the exact point of diminishing returns from
investigation may lie, but on either side of that point there is no
great doubt. Furthermore, in expense accounts it is becoming the
practice, even in the most meticulous companies, to accept the
word of the employee and not to devote hours of labor and dollars
of expense in trying to reveal some unimportant error. Broadly
speaking, if an employee can not be trusted to render a fair ex
pense account he should not be an employee. And if here and
there errors or minor padding take place, the employer is probably
wise when he does not pay much attention to such matters. This
should not be interpreted as a suggestion that theft should be
condoned. It is intended merely as a demonstration of the folly
of chasing pennies which may often lead to the ignoring of really
important matters. One often wonders why so many employees
are needed by the government of any country. Such incidents
as the one which we have cited explain why the administrative
offices of governments are more expensively manned than the
offices of any company organized for profit.
246
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We have received from a prominent
accountant m Florida an interesting
letter describing action recently taken by the Duval county school
board. The board consists of five members. These men in
vited forty or fifty prominent citizens to have luncheon with them
for the purpose of hearing a plan which the board had formulated.
It appears that the public schools in that district do not provide
adequately for vocational instruction, and the board desired to
supplement this in some way without adding to the board’s
expenses. Men representing various professions and businesses
were invited to the meeting at which the plan was propounded.
The board suggested to its guests that any boy who desired to
follow a given calling—for example, accountancy—should be
taken into an office in which that calling was pursued. The boy
would attend the office five afternoons of the week from one
o’clock until five and would there serve as any other clerk, receiv
ing training and doing what he was told. The accountant would
undertake to give him instruction, but no money would be paid or
received for the services exchanged. Boys so selected would be
those who had passed through the second year of the senior school,
and, if a boy were suitable and the accountant willing, the ar
rangement would continue during the last two years of high
school. For this stay in the office the boy would receive two
credits at school, which would enable the school to graduate him.
Further, the school would arrange that the boy should receive
special attention in any of the branches of learning in which the
accountant thought him deficient.
Practical Instruction

This will be an experiment which will
be well worth watching. It seems to
involve a partnership between school on
the one hand and professional or business office on the other, both
parties working together to give adequate and useful instruction
in that calling to which the student may be most fitted. It may
savor slightly of the apprenticeship system, but it is free from the
objections which are usually offered in this country to such a
system. It is an extension of the laboratory principle of instruc
tion, and it is quite possible that this venture in Duval county
may lead to results which will encourage adoption of similar
plans in many parts of the country. Undoubtedly a great ad
vantage will be offered to the boy who really wishes to make ac247
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countancy or any other vocation his life work. He will gain a
practical knowledge in the office and presumably some theoretical
knowledge in the school. Combining these two factors, he should
be able to enter college and place his higher education on a firm
foundation. Knowing something of the reason underlying the
principles of accountancy and having had experience in the appli
cation of the principles, his higher instruction in college should
have to him far more meaning than he could reasonably be
expected to discover without background. It may be felt by
some people who do not understand the facts that the accountant
would be receiving more than he would give. He would have a
clerk on part time without expense in money. The truth is,
however, that a boy, however brilliant, who has had no experience
is not a great asset in any office. He must be told what to do at
every point of the way and his very presence calls for an amount of
supervision which would not be needed if an experienced clerk
were doing the work. It seems to us an admirable idea to bring
about close cooperation between schools and offices. We hear
much nowadays of the lack of cooperation between home and
school. That is as nothing compared with the prevalent lack of
cooperation between the school and business or professional life.
The ordinary high-school graduate comes forth with his diploma
and a profound lack of knowledge of practical things. He
enters an office or a factory and finds it a new world where every
thing is different. It takes years in many cases for a boy to find
his feet in business. He knows nothing of what he is expected to
do or of why he is expected to do it. This terrific handicap upon
the graduate can be almost entirely lifted before he ventures out
into the world if some plan similar to that which we have men
tioned can be put into effect. The scheme calls for recognition by
the schools of the importance of practical experience and for
recognition by business and professional men of the value of
theory. So far as we know this experiment is unique. There
may be some obstacle to success, but we can not foresee it.
The Slave Market

A reader sends us a postcard received by
his firm from which we quote the follow

ing paragraph:
“ I am a C. P. A. interested in purchasing and managing clients. If you care
to sell any, we can arrange a cash payment and convenient terms. If you wish
to be assisted by a C. P. A., 1927, of considerable experience, we can arrange
that also. ”
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In transmitting this postcard our correspondent says, “I ven
ture to say that numerous examples of soliciting have come to
your attention and the writer has no desire to add to your burdens
in this matter; however ... I felt that this particular instance
should receive notice.”
There seems to be nothing to add to this bald statement of fact,
unless it be to express a certain amount of astonishment at the
return of the slave market. The notion of buying and selling
clients reminds us of the days of Simon Legree. We can see in
fancy the so-called accountant dragging his cringeing client to the
block and offering him to the highest bidder. He might say,
“Here we have for sale a client who is obedient, prompt in pay
ment and not overinsistent upon excellence of work. I offer him
to you in the hope that you will find him strictly in accordance
with advertised specifications.”
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